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West Jr.: Personal History and the Four Quartets

Ray B. West,

J1'.

PERSON AL HISTORY
AND THE FOUR QUARTETS

~

Four Quartets has been seen as predominatel~ a religious poem. This is not w~olly true. a~tho~gh religIOus concepts are at the center of It and rehglOus Imagery
makes up a large part of the whole. It would be more exact to say
that the philosophic concerns of our time, aesthetic and social, as
well as religious stand at its center. One aspect of the work which
has been neglected is the unusual amount of "personal history"
which it incorporates. I say "neglected" because although it has
not escaped observation, it has not been sufficiently considered in
any of the discussions which I have seen.
To begin with, each of the four long poems is titled by a place
name. The first, Burnt Norton, is an old house in Gloucestershire, known to the poet and providing the rose garden from
which its central imagery, reflecting the present in terms of the.
past and the future, has been obtained. The second, East Coker,
is the Somerset village from which the poet's ancestors emigrated
to America. The third, The Dry Salvages, refers to three small
islands off the coast of Cape Ann, in Massachusetts, where Eliot's
forefathers settled; this section also contains an image of the Mississippi River in :\fissouri, where the poet grew up. The fourth,
Little Gidding, refers to a village in Huntingdonshire, where
Nicholas Ferrar retired, and to the Ferrar chapel, which has come
down in history as a symbol of high-church Anglican devotion of
the kind preferred by Eliot.'
Thus there can be seen a kind of personal development-almost a tracing of self-from the~ present of "Burnt Norton,"
which is the most abstract of the four poems, but which appears
to reflen a contemporary experience in a rose g-arden, back into
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a memory of the past in "East Coker," progressing through memories of Eliot's own American background in "The Dry Salvages," up to a consideration of his personal resolution in "Little
Gidding," Too much must not be made of this, it is true, for fear
of diminishing the development of other themes in the poem.
Personal history must not be seen as apart from these, but
rather as an additional light to be shed upon them or, perhaps,
as a means of holding them together in a dramatic framework,
to provide a unified point of view. For instance, in the first poem
there is the emphasis upon the problem of time-the moment
when the poet's memory is confronted by a consideration of both
the past and the future. In the second the problem is mostly spatial-the changing landscape of the native village, the rising and
falling of houses, the disappearance of eminent men, the shifting
panorama of dancers who disappear under a hill. Th~ third,
while it progresses in personal time, moves backward in general
time. Eliot's forebears moved from East Coker to Massachusetts,
and then to Missouri, but in moving into a more primitive natural scene, they moved backwards in racial time. The time here
is not measured by modern means, but by the ground-swell of
the earth itself; man is still more subject to the "strong brown
god"-the pagan gqd of the river. It is the story of a history that
is not "mere sequence," but has a pattern of its own. The knowledge here is of a primitive relationship with nature which still
exists in the present. The third presents Little Gidding (the
Church) , but not as an absolute solution:
There are other places
Which also are the world's end; some at the sea's jaws,
Or over a dark lake, in a desert of a dtyBut this is the nearest, in place and time,
Now and in England.

But the church is, for the poet, the nearest, in this place and this
time, now and in England.
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The construction of this long poem is intricate and formal,
but it is not modeled upon any particular tradition. It is probably the most personal of all Eliot's poetry. Its metrical form is,
as Miss Helen Gardner has pointed out, less dependent upon earlier English forms than are such poems as "Prufrock" and The
Waste Land. rt reflects the idiom of the present more than it does
a traditional "poetic" diction, and thus seems to reflect the
achievement of the kind of language which Eliot meditated in
his The Music of Poetry in 1942:
I believe that any language, so long as it remains the same language,
imposes its laws and restrictions and permits its own licence, dictates
its own speech rhythms and sound patterns. And a language is always
changing; its development in vocabulary, in syntax, pronunciation
and intonation-even in the long run, its deterioration-must be accepted by the poet and made the best of. He in turn has the privilege
of contributing to the development and maintaining the quality, the
capacity of the language to express a wide range, the subtle gradation
of feeling and emotion; his task is both to respond to change and
make it conscious, and to battle against degradation below the standards which he has learnt from the past.
As Miss Gardner states it: "Mr. Eliot approaches the problem of
how the greatest thoughts can be expressed naturally, that is with
the ring of the living voice, by concentrating on the problem of
how we may 'call a servant or bid a door be shut.' If we can discover a poetic rhythm in the most commonplace speech, this
rhythm may then be capable of refinement and elevation so that
it may accomodate the greatest thoughts without losing naturalness." Eliot considers the problem again in the fifth section of
"East Coker," where he says:
So here I am, in the middle way, having had twenty yearsTwenty years largely wasted, the years of ['entre deux guerresTrying to learn to use words, and every attempt
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Is a wholly new start, and a different kind of failure
Because one has only learnt to get the better of words
Forthe thing one no longer has to say, or the way in which
One is no longer disposed to say it. And so each venture
Is a new beginning, a raid on the inarticulate
With shabby equipment always deteriorating
In the general mass of imprecision of feeling,
Undisciplined squads of emotion. And what there is to conquer
By strength and submission, has already been discovered
Once or twice, or several times, by men whom one cannot hope
To emulate-but there is no competitionThere is only the fight to recover what has been lost
And found and lost again and again: and now, under conditions
That seem unpropitious. But perhaps neither gain nor loss.
For us there is only the trying. The rest is not our business.
There is a greater regularity and a greater precision in the
Four Quartets than there was in the earlier poems, but the thematic musical method of The Waste Land has not been discarded. The symbolic use of lines from poems in older traditions
is still utilized. though less obtrusively. The whole poem is still
bound together by central themes which are modified and developed as the poem progresses. I have suggested the historical,
chronological development, against which is counterpointed the
concerns with Time, Space, Nature, and the Church. It has also
been pointed out that each of the four poems is concerned with
one of the four elements of tradition: air in "Burnt Norton,"
rarth in "East Coker," water in "The Dry Salvages," and fi.re in
.. Little Gidding." There is also the circular pattern, which is the
pattern of music-the return to the point of departure-to the
initial statement. As Eliot stated it in .. Little Gidding":
We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.
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Adopting our chronological-historical-interpretation, we can
here suggest that Eliot has reversed the journey made by his forebears from England to America. In an aesthetic sense, this parallels the unending struggle of the artist to control experience,
which is always new experience, but which always brings us back
to the old problems. Ideologically, though the terms change and
demand our attention, they are seen finally as a restatement of
ideas ever-present but ever incapable of a final solution. Eliot
prefaces the Four Quartets with epigraphs taken from an older
literature, as he does most of his poems, and the author in this
case is Heracleitus. The first quotation, in translation, reads:
"But though the Word is common, the many live as though they
have a wisdom of their own"; the second: "The road up and
dqwn is one and the same:'
The second quotation is most pertinent to our purpose. It can
be seen in the ambiguity of Eliot's paradoxes, and may be stated
somewhat as follows: Though what the poet says about experience is true, it is also not-true; and the not-true is as true as experience. Such a view represents neither perversity nor pragmatism in the poet. It represents, rather, a recognition of the
impossibility of ever achieving a final and absolute truth; it represents a scepticism similar to that of a Melville or a James. On
the level of objective experience, it might be stated in terms of
the poem as saying: Although T. S. Eliot's grandparents left England for America, they were destined to return, for their grandson returned. The statement that they returned is true, but it is
also not-true; yet the phrase that they returned, which is not-true,
is as true as the actu.al experience. Such an experience-and such
an attitude toward that experience-projects us onto another
level of consideration, more abstract, but still tied to the concrete image: One may be confined by time and by space, yet symbolically unconfined. If the symbolic reference is abstract enough
and undefined, we have an ideological resolution of the paradox,
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as we had in Emerson, where the Over-Soul was indefinite and
inexhaustible, therefore capable of resolving all contradictions.
But Eliot was not satisfied with such a resolution. In terms of his
figure, the resolution is still represented in a concrete image, the
image of the poet himself who retraced his elders' journey;
therefore, the attempt at resolution is bound to fail-except in
degree: the poet returned and he did not return. Four Quartets
is a study of the degree in which the poet represents the return,
as well as of the degree in which he does not. The impossible
resolution, Eliot defines as "the still point," which is a point in
time as well as in space:
At the still point .of the turning world. Neither flesh nor fleshless:
Neither from nor towards; at the still point, there the dance is,
But neither arrest nor movement. And do not call it fixity,
Where past and future are gathered. Neither movement from
nor towards,
Neither ascent nor decline. Except for the point, the still point,
There would be no dance, and there is only the dance.
I can only say, there we have been: but I cannot say where.
And I cannot say, how long, for that is to place it in time.
The inner freedom from the practical desire,
The release from action and suffering; release from the inner
And the outer compulsion, yet surrounded
By a grace of sense, a white light still and moving,
Erhebungwithout motion, concentration
Without elimination, both a new world
And the old made explicit, understood
In the completion of its partial ecstacy,
The resolution of its partial horror.
Yet the enchainment of past and future
Woven in the weakness of the changing body,
Protects mankind from heaven and damnation
Which flesh cannot endure.

The experience of "Burnt Norton," the first of the four poems,
represents both an actual experience, a walk from a house into a
garden, and it represents an intellectual experience in relating
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objects of the house and garden into a pattern of images concerned with the problem of Time: the passage-way leading to the
garden, the door, the singing of birds in the garden, the rustle of
dry leaves, the drained pool, the hidden voices of laughing children. The metaphysical problem concerns the meaning of time,
"Time past and time future." "To be conscious," the poet says,
"is not to be in time":
But only in time dm the moment in the rose-garden.
The moment in the arbour where the rain beat,
The moment in the draughty church at smokefall
Be remembered; involved with past and future.
Only through time time is conquered.
To put it another way, only through his involvement with actual
facts-and facts in time are historical facts-does man prevent the
descent "into a world of perpetual solitude." The image of the
children is an attempt at definition. The children are hidden,
except for their laughter, which comes from the foliage. They
will reveal themselves only when there is a past and a future, a
memory and a hope, "Caught," as Eliot says, "in the form of limitation/Between un-being and being." The movement is toward
form, toward association in human fonn, and toward the final
goal of love:
The detail of the pattern is movement,
As in the figure of the ten stairs.
Desire itself is movement
Not in itself desirable;
Love is itself unmoving,
Only the cause and end of movement...
"East Coker" opens with a portrayal of change: "Houses rise
and fall, crumble, are extended/Are removed, destroyed, restored, or in their place/Is an open field, or a factory, or a bypass." The poem begins with a statement, which is a reversal of
the motto on Mary Stuart's chair of state, which the poet makes
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to read: "In my beginning is my end."} It is the meditation of
the poet, who has reached middle-age and is now ruminating upon his beginnings in this village where his ancestors once lived.
As he says:
The knowledge imposes a pattern, and falsifies.
For the pattern is new in every moment
And every moment is a new and shocking
Valuation of all we have been.

•

The tone of this section is affected by the subject of decay-its
mood somber and concerned with thoughts of death:

o dark dark dark. They all go into the dark,
The vacant interstellar spaces, the vacant into the vacant,
The captains, merchant bankers, eminent men of letters,
The generous patron of art, the statesmen and the rulers,
Distinguished civil servants, chairmen of many committees,
Industrial lords and petty contractors, all go into the dark...
The speaker admonishes himself to wait without hope, "For hope
would be hope of the wrong thing," to wait without love, "For
love would be love of the wrong thing." Yet, he says, there is
faith; "But the faith and the love and the hope are all in the waiting." "As we grow older," he says, "The world becomes stranger.
the pattern more complicated/Of dead and living." The laughter
in the garden, which he remembers, echoed ecstacy, but it
pointed to the agony of birth and death:
Our only health is the disease
If we obey the dying nurse
Whose constant care is not to please
But to remind of our, and Adam's curse,
And that, to be restored, our sickness must grow worse.
The end of the poem affirms the restlessness which took his forebears away from East Coker, for "We must be still and still moving/Into another intensity/For a further union, a deeper com1

This section ends with the ori!{inal motto: "In mv end is mv heginning:'

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol23/iss3/4

8

West Jr.: Personal History and the Four Quartets
HIS TOR Y

AND

THE

F0 UR

QUA R T E T S

277

munion/Through the dark cold and the empty desolation,/The
wave cry, the wind cry, the vast waters/Of the petrel and the
porpoise."
"The Dry Salvages," the third poem, concerns itself with an
examination of that other "intensity," which is upon our special
level the movement to America. America, however, becomes a
symbol for a further journey, the investigation of a still deeper
past-the past of primitive forces and our early nearness to nature. While it is concerned with this past partly in terms of modern psychological theory, the poet does not fall into the error of
that modern thought which examines the past only in order to
disown it, to show how man has evolved-has progressed. He says:
It seems, as one becomes older,
That the past has another pattern, and ceases to be
a mere seq uenceOr even development; the latter a partial fallacy
Encouraged by superficial notions of evolution,
\Vhich· becomes, in the popular mind, a means of
disowning the past. ...
I have said before
That the past experience revived in the meaning
Is not the experience of one life only
But of many generations-not forgetting
Something that is probably quite ineffable:
The backward look behind the assurance
Of recorded history, the backward half-look
Over the shoulder, towards the primitive terror.
\Ve are concerned now with a time that is half-magical: the river

as "a strong brown god." "Keeping his seasons and rages, destroyer, reminder/Of what men choose to forget." The rhythm
of the river Eliot remembers as being present in the nursery bedroom, where it was felt probably with more intensity than by the
"dwellers in cities," who believed they had tamed the god with
their bridges and barges and dikes.
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The river and the sea are to him reminders of an earlier creation, just as they were to Melville. "The river is within us, the
sea is all about us." The river's blind force recalls the primitive
I\.1rges, the uninhibited libido, the unconscious natural man
which still exists within modern man; the sea encloses him and
defines him in terms of his earliest history, containing in itself
reminders of that time in the forms of primitive life which it
still contains. The time of the sea is the time of the buoy-bell of
the treacherous rocks, which rings not only with the rhythm of
the sea, but with a rhythm of the groundswell of the earth itself.
Such concepts carry us back to the poems preceding The lVaste
Land, where Eliot considered the relationship between prehistory and history, such images as "Christ the tiger," in "Gerontian," or the relationship of ancient ritual to modern Christian
belief. They also carry us forward into the relationship of psychology and belief in such later works as The Family Reunion
and The Cocktail Party.
Again, Eliot affirms the urge which causes man to travel-to
explore as his ancestors were part of the exploration of a new
continent. He repeats the advice of Krishna to Arjuna on the
field of battle. It is not, he says, "farewell,/But fare forward,
voyagers." He then offers a prayer to an image of the Virgin,
which stands on the promontory, to all those whose business has
to do with the sea-a sea which like Captain Ahab's is not only
the actual sea, but the mythical sea of historic memory. It is the
sea in which man is bound to venture, but doomed also to destruction. As Eliot expresses it:
. . . right action is freedom
From past and future also.
But for most of us, this is the aim
Never here to be realized;
Who are only undefeated
Because we have gone on trying.
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Or, as he had stated it a few lines earlier:
But to apprehend
The point of intersection of the timeless
With time, is an occupation for the saintNo occupation either, but something given
And taken, in a lifetime's death in love,
Ardour and selflessness and self·surrender.
Only the saint engages in "right action" and is freed from past
and future, and this finally is no action, for it is something which
comes of itself as a result of the qualities of love, ardour, selflessness, and self-surrender. These are the conditions oL~inthood,
but neither the poet nor his ancestors were saints; he is ;involved
in history, racial and personal, and it is only in time that the
proper definition can be achieved.
The final poem "Little Gidding" is a return to the present of
Eliot's own conversion to Anglo-catholicism, which I suggested
earlier represents not necessarily a complete solution to the problem of the poet's self-definition within,1 the corpus of modern life,
but, as the poem states it, "the nearest in place and time,/Now
and in England:' "Here, the intersection of the timeless moment/Is England and nowhere. Never and always." "If you came
this way," the poet tells us:
Taking any route, starting from anywhere,
At any time or at any season,
It would always be the same: you would have to put off
Sense and notion. You are not here to verify,
Instruct yourself, or inform curiosity
Or carry report. You are here to kneel
Where prayer has been valid. And the prayer is~ore
Than an order of words, the conscious occupation
Of the praying mind, or the sound of the voice praying.
And what the dead had no speech for, when living,
They can tell you, being dead: the communication
Of the dead is tongued with fire beyond the language of
the living.

Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1953

11

New Mexico Quarterly, Vol. 23 [1953], Iss. 3, Art. 4
280

RAY

B. W EST,

J

R.

The specific "here" is the Nicholas Ferrar chapel at Little Gidding. "Little Gidding," as Miss Helen Gardner describes it, "is
a place of dedication, to which people came with a purpose. It
was not the ancestral home of the Ferrars, but a house which old
Mrs. Ferrar had bought and to which the family retired during
the plague of 1625. In the next year Nicholas Ferrar 'grew to a
full resolution and determination of that thing and course of life
he had so often wished for and longingly desired. And that week
before Whitsunday gave himself to a very private retirement,
both in his thoughts and in his person, and was observed to fast
much, eate sparingly and sleep little, and on \Vhitsun Eve he was
up all night in his study.' On trinity Sunday he went with his
tutor to see Laud, and was ordained deacon, refusing all his life
to proceed to the priesthood, and returned to Little Gidding to
share his goods with his family and lead that life of ordered devotion and good works which made this remote H untingdonshire village famous throughout England." For the Anglican
Church, Miss Gardner says, "Little Gidding remains 'a symbol
perfected in death.' " For Eliot, I suspect, it remains a symbol of
the particular kind of Anglican worship which he prefers, for
Nicholas Ferrar, was a high-church Anglican, and the chapel at
Little Gidding represented the nearest a good Anglican could
come to re-establishing the ceremonial forms frowned upon by
many worshippers in the Church of England of the Seventeenth
Century.
\Vith this view we are confronted with an additional irony
contained in the motto beginning and ending "East Coker"; "In
my beginning is my end," "In my end is my beginning." The
dissent of the poet's ancestors represented a first step away from
High-ceremonial church observance, but this first step was also,
paradoxically, the first step toward a return. \Vhat does this mean
beyond the statement of Heracleitus that "The road up and
down is one and the same?" There is no answer except the fact
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of the return, "So, while the light fails/On a winter afternoon,
in a secluded chapel/History is now and England."
We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.
There are many things which could be said about this poem in
order to approach a complete reading, and many of them have
been said elsewhere. \Vhat is important to us here is how the poet
has managed to combine these elements of personal experience
and personal history with the general theme of a possible existence where time and space intersect and become a world unlimited by either time or space. It is important, too, to see how such
paradoxes are resolved; or, rather, the degree to which Eliot ad·
mits a solution. For the poet, the hidden children represent a
hint of the future, and the poet, himself, who is the child of his
voyaging ancestors, represents also the future; the long river is
both the voyage of the ancestors and the long voyage backward
into historical and racial memory:
At the source of the longest fiver
The voice of the hidden waterfall
And the children in the apple-tree
~ot known, because not looked for
Rut heard, half heard, in th~ stillness
Between the two waves of the sea.
The waterfall, which is the source of the river, is heard but IS
hidden; the children in the apple-tree are but half-heard in the
stillness between moments filled with distracting sounds. The
important time is "here, now":
Quick now, here, now, alwaysA condition of complete simplicity
(Costing not less than everything)
And all shall be well and
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All manner of thing shall be well
When the tongues of flame are in-folded
Into the crowned knot of fire
And the fire and the rose ate one.
There is a note here of what a psychologically~inclined reader
might tenn "guilt" toward a parent betrayed by the child, but in
anotherjsense, such "guilt" may be seen only as a recognition of
responsibility to history. And history is Heracleitus as well as reo
ligious dissent. What appears to be a simple note of hope at the
end of the poem, in the lines "And all shall be well and/All
manner of thing shall be well," becomes finally a statement of
the need of faith and love in the developed imagery of "the fire"
and "the rose."
Even so, such an ending may strike some readers as unnecessarily inconclusive and unjustified, but Eliot does not attempt a
complete reconciliation or resolution. Imbedded in the poem are
the contrasts between a world which looks only into the future
and one which might conceivably look only to the past. T. S.
Eliot does not accept either extreme: "The word [is} neither diffident nor ostentatious." It is not an "easy commerce of the old
and the new." It is "The common word exact without vulgarity,/ .
The formal word precise but not pedantic." Exactly where the
point is-"the still point," as he calls it-we shall never know in
a history or a life-time, but the experience of life, and the experience of the poem, is to narrow the field of possibility, to assist in
the definition.
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